The Sars Virus

In February, Carlo Urbani, an Italian doctor working in Vietnam, was called to the bedside of a seriously ill patient. Urbani, an infectious disease specialist, immediately understood the severe nature of the illness. He quickly arranged for the patient, an American businessman, to be put into isolation and then informed the World Health Organization. 

Over the following weeks Urbani systematically noted the symptoms of the American businessman and other patients who had contracted the illness. However, in March Doctor Urbani suddenly fell ill and died within three weeks. He became one of the early victims of the virus that he had helped to identify: Sars.

Sars, or severe acute respiratory syndrome, causes a high fever and severe chest symptoms in victims. It results in death in between 6 and 15 per cent of cases, depending on the age of the patient. It is thought to have originated in the Chinese province of Guangdong. Here, as in other parts of China, people live in close proximity to domestic farm animals. It is believed that a chance mutation of the Sars virus was able to jump from animals to humans. 

The mysterious virus was first reported by the authorities in Guangdong at the beginning of February. There were 300 cases and 5 deaths. In mid-February, a retired Chinese doctor, Liu Jianlun, began suffering flu-like symptoms. In the same week he flew to Hong Kong for a wedding and stayed at the Metropole Hotel. This was a key point in the international spread of Sars.

Other guests at the hotel also fell ill but not all of them attended hospital. Instead they went home and took Sars with them to countries including Singapore, Canada and Vietnam, where Carlo Urbani first identified the virus. In Canada the disease spread rapidly through two extended families and in Hong Kong health workers became infected. Meanwhile the virus continued to spread rapidly in Guangdong.

By mid-April there were over 3,000 cases in 27 countries and the new virus was causing extreme concern in the international medical community. The WHO sent blood samples from victims to top medical laboratories in the US and the UK, where they set about identifying the virus and developing a test for it.

The virus was eventually identified as a type of corona virus, which causes15% of cases of the common cold. A test was also created for Sars, but so far a specific treatment for the illness hasn't been developed. At present patients are treated with antibiotics and steroids, which only help to alleviate the symptoms.

The best way of containing Sars would be a vaccine but this is a long process. "If you solved every possible pitfall along the way as soon as you hit it, you might have something ready in 5 years. But realistically it's going to be 12," says Professor Openshaw from Imperial College, London.

The figures for Sars from the World Health Organisation on June 11 indicated that there were 789 deaths from the illness with 8435 cases overall. However, of these cases, 6581 patients made a full recovery and were discharged from hospital. At present the UK is a completely Sars-free zone with only 4 suspected past cases and no deaths.

The main strategy for counteracting the spread of Sars has been a worldwide policy of containment and isolation. Doctors originally thought that the virus was spread by sneezing but now believe that it is contracted by touching objects such as the door of a lift. New strict isolation and quarantine measures are proving a success in the affected countries and the number of new cases is now diminishing rapidly.

In the long run, the Sars outbreak may have highlighted an important factor of modern life. In these days of international air travel and increasing globalization, we are all part of the world health community. Sars has shown that developed countries have to take responsibility for health in other countries too. In the words of epidemiologist Professor Roy Anderson: "It's not sufficient for the rich countries to have sophisticated health care. We've got to help other countries have equally sophisticated mechanisms too."

Vocabulary Work

Exercise 1: Find the word

Here are some definitions of words used in the first four paragraphs of the text. Find the words they describe.

1. a person who is an expert in a particular area of work or study 

2. extremely bad or serious 

3. to tell somebody about something, especially in an official way 

4. a change in your body or mind that shows that you are not healthy 

5. to get an illness 

6. a medical condition in which a person has a temperature that is higher than normal 

7. the state of being near something in distance or time 

8. the people or an organization who have the power to make decisions in a country or region 

Exercise 2: Deducing words from context

Look back at these words in paragraphs five, six, seven and eight. What do you think they mean? Check your ideas with the dictionary.

1. extended families (extended family) ­ paragraph 5 

2. set about ­ paragraph 6 

3. common cold ­ paragraph 7 

4. alleviate ­ paragraph 7 

5. containing (contain) ­ paragraph 8 

6. pitfall ­ paragraph 8 

SOURCE: http://www.oup.com/elt/global/products/oald/newsreader/sars/

ANSWERS

Exercise 1

1. specialist 

2. severe 

3. inform 

4. symptom 

5. contract 

6. fever 

7. proximity 

8. authorities 

Exercise 2

1. a family group with a close relationship among the members that 

2. ncludes not only parents and children but also uncles, aunts, grandparents, etc. 

3. to start doing something 

4. (also cold) a common illness that affects the nose and/or throat, making you sneeze to make something less severe 

5. to prevent something harmful from spreading or getting worse 

6. a danger or difficulty, especially one that is hidden or not obvious at first

